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The accepted wisdom of education as the socializing agent and as the 
transmitter of cultural-values still prevails. This paper will discover the 
role of community base education which is formal learning in the “Dewan 
Orang Ramai” (Community Hall) and “Surau” (place of Muslim 
worships) in the village. The purpose of the learning was to cultivate 
cultural-values which were congruent to the demands of development and 
modernization. Besides that, the community base education also inculcates 
Islamic values which were relevant and not in conflict with the dominant 
belief holds by the community concerned. This formal learning was 
established by the Malaysian Government as a form of intervention to 
break the vicious circle of poverty. Poverty was widespread in the rural 
areas but through Government's intervention the younger generation could 
be drawn out to receive better education, better employment, better 
training in farming technique and etc. Thus, in a way it looks like giving 
the education to the village folks, but the deeper meaning it will have a 
snow-ball effect for the next generation. The Government agency which in 
particular runs the function was established in 1961. It was and still known 
as KEMAS or “Jabatan Kemajuan Masyarakat” or Department of Social 
Development under the stewardship of Ministry of Rural Development. 
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to be delivered in this august international conference. I fully agreed the rationale of the 
organizers for organizing this conference, it is said that:  
 
“People around the world inevitably face the influence of globalization. 
Their values and the way of life would be challenge.”  
 
Thus, it reminds all of us to the challenges facing our era. Furthermore, our region is still 
struggling to achieve the status of fully-developed country.  All of us agreed that 
globalization some how or rather influence our lives and our generations. Mittelman 
(1996:3) defined globalization as:  
 
“A world phenomenon, globalization is a coalescence of varied 
international processes and domestic structures, allowing the economy, 
politics, culture and ideology of one country to penetrate another. The 
chains of causality runs from the spatial reorganization of production to 
international trade and to the integration of financial markets …Driven by 
changing modes of competition, globalization compresses the time and 
space aspects of social relations.”  
 
Globalization though it emerged as a popular concept 15 or so years ago, but if we were 
to look back in Karl Marx writing in 1848, the global spread of capitalism was 
unavoidable because: “It must nestle everywhere, settle everywhere, and establish 
connections everywhere”. For sociologist Roland Robertson globalization means “the 
intensification of the consciousness of the world as a whole”. This does not mean that the 
world is becoming the same everywhere. Rather, it implies that there are increasingly 
similar ways of thinking socially, politically and culturally of the world at large. 
 
All of us gather here have similar background, our involvement in education, whether 
teaching in the higher institutions, schools or as trainers in the NGO’s and Government 
related agencies. Education is one of the important aspects of development – social, 
economic, infrastructure and politics - because our task is to make sure that tomorrow’s 
generation will be well-equipped with “knowledge and skills” to face the realities and 
hopefully they will be better than today’s generation.  
  
The notion of education as a process of socialization and to inculcate cultural values is 
relevant to this date.  In this paper I will touch on the role of community base education 
in inculcating and socializing the rural communities on the ways of modernization and 
development. The agency which I choose as the main agent to educate the rural folks is 
KEMAS or in Malay language “Jabatan Kemajuan Masyarakat” or in English it means 
“The Department of Social Development”. This department is under the stewardship of 
Ministry of National and Rural Development or in Malay Language “Kementerian 
Pembangunan Negara dan Luar Bandar” – an important ministry because it deals with 
matters concerning the lives of the rural communities throughout the country.  
 
As a professor in the field of sociology I have a deep interest in the lives of all human 
beings with regard to socio-economic development, in particular my countrymen 
Malaysian – Malays, Iban, Kelabit, Bidayuh, Kadazan, Orang Asli, Chinese, Indians and 
other ethnic minorities like the Siamese and the Portuguese in the country. All of us 
Malaysian make up 27 million of the country’s population. We are multi-racial, multi-
cultural and multi-religious and also the economic activity most of the time follows the 
ethnic lines. But, that make us open to globalization and outside influences.  
 
Ever since 1945, Malaysia had embark on the “the era of development”. We have had 
followed through the dominant development thinking of the time. Now, every country is 
talking about sustainable development.3  Having gone through since after the Second 
World War (1945 onwards) the period of development which is called “the stage of 
modernization”, “the structural-conflict stage”, “the indigenous or back to the roots 
stage” and now to the “sustainable development stage”. I mention this because the 
discussion on “education in the community” coincides with the “the stage of 
modernization” in our country’s development. 
 
As of interest, I will divide my discussion into the following: 
 
I. The background of rural development in Malaysia, with particular emphasis on the 
effort to eradicate illiteracy and other forms of training in the Adult Education 
Classes. 
II. The main target of rural development in Malaysia – the Malays and other 
indigenous communities, emphasis on the effort to winning the minds and hearts so 
that they could sincerely participate and improve themselves in the country’s 
development. 
III. The philosophy of social development in rural areas, the thinking behind the 
modernization strategy to uplift the lives of the rural community. 
IV. The programs of social development in rural areas, from eradicating illiteracy, 
eradicating poverty, ethic of self-development and etc. 
V. Conclusion – to show that community development is ongoing process, must be 
continued although the country’s has achieved developed status.  
 
RURAL DEVELOPMENT IN MALAYSIA 
 
Since the Draft Development Plan (1956-1960) rural development was the high-priority 
national goal. Since majority of the Malays and other indigenous communities were in 
the rural areas, it looks like the rural development was targeted to the Malays only, to 
uplifting the Malays and other indigenous communities. As any other natives and 
indigenous society in any country, 80% of the Malays occupied the rural area.  Rural 
areas have a few close connotations to Malays because they might call it “kampong” or 
“desa”. “Kampong” not only carried physical meaning, but more important the behavior 
of the Malays. “Saya orang kampong, kehendak saya sedikit, cukuplah apa yang Allah 
SWT berikan,” meaning “I am a kampong boy, my need is limited, enough what God 
have destined to me.” Though the Malays dominate the politics of the country, by every 
other standard rural Malays are the have-nots – in per-capita income, in health conditions, 
in educational opportunities and attainment, and in modern motivational patterns.  
 
The Malaysian apparatus of rural development was improvised by Tun Abdul Razak 
Hussein4 (or popularly known as Tun Razak) and associates. It was regarded a highly 
                                                 
3 Sustainable development is a pattern of resource use that aims to meet human needs while preserving the environment 
so that these needs can be met not only in the present, but in the indefinite future. The term was used by the Brundtland 
Commission which coined what has become the most often-quoted definition of sustainable development as development 
that "meets the needs of the present without compromising the ability of future generations to meet their own needs. 
The field of sustainable development can be conceptually broken into three constituent parts: environmental 
sustainability, economic sustainability, and sociopolitical sustainability. 
4 Tun Abdul Razak Hussein was the Deputy Prime Minister to Tunku Abdul Rahman Putra (1957-1970) and he was also 
the first Minister of National and Rural Development. He was given the nickname of “Father of Development” because of 
his passion for developing the rural areas. Later, from 1970 to 1976 he became the second Prime Minister of Malaysia. He 
died in office on 14 January, 1976 at the age of 53 years old. 
successful set of innovations in development administration. Tun Razak had focused on 
rural development since 1950’s which brought about many economic and social changes 
to the rural communities that had been neglected during colonial rule. In fact, Tun 
Razak’s untiring efforts to improve the lives of the rural community were inspired by his 
own experience in the early years of his life in the “kampong” in the state of Pahang. Tun 
Razak were determined to develop and modernize the live of the rural people in particular 
the Malays in the “kampong”. He improvised version of the meaning “kemajuan” or 
“progress” in the following acronym. 
  
K = Kerajaan membantu rakyat maju. 
 (With Government’s assistance the people will progress). 
E = Elokkan ekonomi meninggikan mutu.  
 (Improve the economy the quality of life will follow). 
M = Majukan tanah jangan berlengah.  
 (Toil the land without delays). 
A = Asas ekonomi terletak di bumi.  
 (The basis of economy is on the land). 
J = Jimat-cermat membawa rahmat.  
 (Thrifty would bring fortune). 
U = Usaha belajar bertambah sedar.  
 (Efforts to continue learning creates awareness). 
A = Amalan budaya sendi negara.  
(Practice positive culture which could hold the country’s together). 
N = Nusa merdeka rakyat bahagia.  
(Nation’s independence would bring more happiness to the 
people). 
 
Serious effort on the side the leaders to improve the lives of the rural communities were 
highly regarded. The Ministry of National and Rural Development was created in 1959 
was originally intended to coordinate and monitor all government’s development 
activities. The main efforts of the ministry have been community development and adult 
education. The government’s effort in eradicating illiteracy began in 1957. In 1977, the 
Malaysian government introduced functional literacy concept which was suggested by 
UNESCO. In the new concept, efforts to eradicate illiteracy were implemented 
concurrently with eradicating poverty by way of improving the lives of people in rural 
areas. 
  
The 1957 Census showed that from the total population of about 7.1 million, 50% of the 
population were adult age 15 and above. From the total population, 1,868,948 were 
categorized as illiterate, 1,657,692 literate in mother-tongue language only. Besides, 
2,379,213 children between the ages of 10 to 14 were illiterate in national language 
(Malay Language), which is reading and writing in “rumi” or roman’s alphabet. Thus, 
besides infrastructure development, the government’s also had a heavy task of developing 
the peoples, the actors of the development projects. The actors of development – the 
implementers and the recipients – should be exposed and educated matters related to 
“modernization” so to understand the input and the processes of any development efforts.  
 
Seemingly, it looks like the governments were trying their level best to educate the 
existing generation of rural folks. In reality, it was very difficult for rural folks to learn 
the alphabets, but the books that they brought home were seen by their children. 
Excitements and curiosity in the hearts and minds of the children would encourage them 
to go to school. That was the deeper meaning of the “eradicating illiteracy” in rural 
development programs were in fact a socialization process in appreciating knowledge. 
The parents also later encourage their children to go to schools, so that the next 
generations will emulate high spirit of educational attainment. This proved to be 
successful because Malays born in the 1950’s and 1960’s benefited from the aspirations 
of their grandparents and parents and they pursue their studies to the tertiary level.5  
 
Since the focus of this paper is on the “Cultivating cultural-values in the community 
development” suffice to say that rural development strategy in Malaysia began with 
social development – developing the minds and winning the hearts – so that the 
communities could participate in any development programs introduced by the 
government. During British colonial administration education for the rural communities 
were ignored because that particular area does not have a direct contribution towards 
colonial economic exploitation. During this time, education given to the children in the 
rural area were very basic just to keep the child in schools so that both parents could 
work in the paddy field or tapping rubber in their small plot of land.  
 
According to Asiaweek, September 24, 1999 Malaysia have achieved 89.3% literacy rate 
that’s the achievement! Alongside, the Government’s emphasis on education in rural 
development in Malaysia, have given rise to other fruitful agendas in initiating change in 
social attitudes and trends. What I denote by the fruitful agendas in “education for 
Eradicating Illiteracy and the Adult Education Classes” are as follows: 
 
1) Education has inculcated a variety of social skills needed to different workplaces. 
Basic education given in the programs offers opportunities for the rural folks to 
socialize and to develop their interpersonal skills. We have seen that the youth 
from the rural areas joint the police, military and other odd jobs in the towns. The 
opportunity has given rise to social mobility among the younger generation. 
2) Though the education provided were very basic but it has promotes gender 
equality. Women in the rural areas were exposed to develop skills and talents in 
fundamental areas such as nutrition, health and survival. As can be seen in the 
70’s more Malay women migrated to the newly form industrial zones. They 
became the workforce in electronic industries and they were called as “Minah 
Kilang” or “The Factory Minah”. 
3) Education given also has helped lower fertility rates. Information and specifically 
designed programmed on family planning have enabled Malaysia to reduce their 
fertility rates.  
4) Education exposed to the rural folks also had created awareness of health issues. 
5) Education exposed to the rural folks has enabled governments to impart national 
values and nurture civic consciousness. National values like “unity in diversity” 
and others help temper a sense of collective identity for society. 
                                                 
5 Through the “eradicating illiteracy” program the Government was able to break the cycle of poverty that is the set of 
factors or events by which poverty is likely to continue unless there is outside intervention. This is the idea that poverty is 
continued as a result of people trapped in an array of social situations including: low income, poor education, poor 
housing, or poor health. These disadvantages collectively work in a circular process making it virtually impossible for 
individuals to break the cycle. This occurs when impoverished people do not have the resources necessary to get out of 
poverty, such as financial capital, education, , or connections. In other words, poverty-stricken individuals experience 
disadvantages as a result of their poverty, which in turn increases their poverty. This would mean that the poor remain 
poor throughout their lives.  
 
To conclude, adequate to say that the basis of education given was to inculcate 
modernization values. The leaders in the Malaysian Government in the 50’s and 60’s 
were influenced that underdevelopment was caused by the traditional outlook of the 
societies. The idea of modernization comes from a view of societies as having a standard 
evolutionary pattern, as described in the social evolutionism theories. According to this 
each society would evolve unavoidably from barbarism to ever greater levels of 
development and civilization. The more modern states would be wealthier and more 
powerful, and their citizens freer and having a higher standard of living. This was the 
standard view in the social sciences for many decades with its foremost advocate being 
Talcott Parsons and other scholars in the field of sociology and psychology. This theory 
stressed the importance of societies being open to change and saw reactionary forces as 
restricting development. Maintaining tradition for tradition's sake was thought to be 
harmful to progress and development. 
TARGET GROUPS OF RURAL DEVELOPMENT 
 
As had been said, the target groups of rural development were the Malays in rural areas. 
What were cultural-values of the Malays that need change? Our leaders once introduced 
the new spirit in English or “semangat baru” or “semangat pembaharuan” in Malay 
language. In this regard I would like to quote Tunku Abdul Rahman (the first Prime 
Minister) criteria to developed “semangat baru” or new spirit: 
 
1) That the kampong people should introduce changes and undertake works in their 
area which will lead to a fuller and richer life, and generally improve their 
economic, social and culture conditions; 
2) That they should carry out by themselves as many of those work as possible; 
3) That there should be complete cooperation between the different agencies of 
Government and the villages in their efforts. 
 
The Government would like to encourage the natural initiative and resources of the 
people to improve them. In doing so, they will cease to be spectators or dependents, 
receiving hand-outs from the Government. Instead, they will be creator and participators, 
working together with the Government in the interests of their own community and for 
the good of the nation as a whole. 
 
Community attitudes are influenced, to a large extent, by the historical experience, which 
in turn reflected in the social and economic behavior of the community. The Malays are 
the indigenous inhabitants of Peninsular (Semenanjung Tanah Melayu), living in the 
prosperous environment unmitigated by natural disaster and enjoying the favorable 
tropical climate. The blame game that caused the poverty of the Malays started from the 
British colonial policy. The British were blamed because they apparently encouraged 
dependency attitude among the Malays. More importantly, the Malays were denied 
access to education at the higher levels. For example, the vernacular schools for the 
Malays were merely to train them to be slightly better than their fathers and forefathers. 
As reiterated by one of the Malays scholar Nordin Selat (1976:137): 
 
“To improve the bulk of the people and to make the son of the fisherman 
or the peasant a more intelligent fisherman than his father had been a man 
whose education will enable him to understand how his life fits in with 
scheme of life around him.” 
 
The Malaysian government hoped that the dependency attitude could be eliminated and 
with the community development training the Malays to emulates the attitude of self-
reliance or “berdikari”. The words “berdikari”, “jayadiri” and “revolusi mental” were 
introduced by the party leaders from UMNO to support efforts of the Government to 
improve the life of the Malays in rural areas. “Berdikari” literally means “berdiri” or 
stand on “kaki” or feet of “diri sendiri” your own self. “Jayadiri” literally means 
“Jaya” or improve and “diri” your own self. “Revolusi mental” literally means mental 
revolution, change your mindset so that you could learn and practice new things.  
 
The community leaders were instructed by the Government to inculcate the spirit of self-
reliance. Sagacious sayings of the Malays may reflect to some extent the attitudes and 
orientations of them. Following are several Malay sayings relating to success and the 
means to achieve it: 
 
1) “Rajin dan usaha itu tangga kejayaan”  
 (Hard work and painstaking effort is the ladder to success). 
2) “Genggam bara api biar jadi arang”  
 (Hold an ember until it becomes ash). 
3) “Belakang parang kalau diasah lagikan tajam”  
 (The back of the knife, if grinded, will become sharp). 
4) “Kalau tidak dipecahkan ruyung, manakah boleh mendapat sagunya”  
 (If we do not break the hard shell, we will not get to the meat). 
5) “Kalau tidak mendaki gunung, tanah datar tidak kelihatan”  
 (If we do not ascend the mountain we will not be able to see the flatland). 
6) “Ringan tulang, berat perut”  
 (If we work, our stomachs will not be empty). 
7) “Sehari selembar benang, lama-lama jadi kain”  
 (A piece of thread a day, if woven, would become a piece of cloth). 
 
Difficulties are often encountered in the efforts to achieve success. The Malays ideas of 
success were vague and purely qualitative, for example to achieve “satisfaction in life” or 
“a happy family”. This worries the Government in particular the main political party that 
represent the Malays that is UMNO (United Malay National Organization). The Malays 
were afraid to be left behind if they do not realized and participate actively in the new 
development programs planned by the Government. Due to UMNO’s struggle and 
demand the Government was convinced to have the community development program for 
the Malays in rural areas. 
 
Since middle of 19th Century Abdullah Munsyi, a Malay writer and scholar from Malacca 
and later lived in Singapore had criticized the aristocrats for their poor leaderships that 
lead the Malays to a state of backwardness. In the 20th Century, Syed Sheikh Al-Hadi and 
Za’ba 6  also criticized the Malays for their lack of initiatives in developing their 
potentials. In the 1960’s the UMNO Youth Movement launched a “kempen revolusi 
mental” or in English “mental revolution” campaign to support the Government efforts to 
help the Malays to participate actively in the development programs. In 1970, Tun Dr. 
Mahathir Mohamad the fourth Prime Minister of Malaysia, also analyst the Malay 
problems in his “magnum opus” The Malay Dilemma (1970).  
 
                                                 
6 Za’ba in the 20’s and 30’s had forwarded the suggestions that the Malays should inculcate the followings moral conduct 
in order to succeed in life: self-reliance, perseverance, sense of responsibility, sense of duty, punctuality, industry, self-
sacrifice, and public spirit. 
Tun Dr. Mahathir concludes that the socio-cultural factors were very dominant and it 
hinders Malay progress. In the words of Tun Dr. Mahathir:  
 
“I believe strongly that the success or otherwise of an individual or a race 
or a nation is dependent on the system of values practiced.” (Robin 
Adshead, 1989:74).  
 
During his premiership for 22 years (1981-2003) Tun Dr. Mahathir also:  
 
“I have, through my writings, talks and speeches, tried to change the value 
system of the indigenous people, particularly the Malays, so that they can 
be more successful and more competitive. The campaign on clean living, 
skill acquisition, honesty, discipline etcetera, is part of an attempt to 
change the value system of the Malaysian community in order to progress 
and achieve success …” (Robin Adshead, 1989:74). 
 
The state of Malay backwardness in the rural areas could be described as having the 
behavior of  the culture of poverty.  The writing of Abdullah Munsyi in the mid 1800 
exposed the lack of leadership, oppression by the feudal lords, lack of economic activities 
and numerous other factors had hindered the Malays to progress. Furthermore, live in the 
rural Malaysia were blessed with fertile soils, good climate, excellent community 
relations, the spirit of Muslims brotherhood and food is everywhere. Live in the rural also 
is much calmer, quiet, and as long as the basic needs could be fulfilled the peoples were 
easily satisfied. Therefore, the culture of poverty though prevailing, but the communities 
themselves does not feel it could matter much. Based on the concept that the poor have a 
unique value system, the culture of poverty theory suggests the poor remain in poverty 
because of their adaptations to the burdens of poverty.7 The followings were the Malay 
weaknesses in regard to achievement motivation and entrepreneurial spirit. In fact, the 
Malays are also difficult to participate in the modern development planned by the 
Government: 
 
1) Difficulty in recognizing opportunities and their failure to grab them. They lacked 
in business knowledge, skills and commercial expertise. 
2) They lacked self-confidence. 
3) They are not forward looking.  
4) They feared risk-taking. 
5) Lacked of initiatives. 
6) They have the intelligence but always lackadaisical in their work. 
7) Generally, the Malays are less adaptive to the changing surroundings and resistant 
to it. 
                                                 
7 The term "culture of poverty" made its first prominent appearance in the ethnography Five Families: Mexican Case 
Studies in the Culture of Poverty (1959) by anthropologist Oscar Lewis. The people in the culture of poverty have a strong 
feeling of marginality, of helplessness, of dependency, of not belonging. They are like aliens in their own country, 
convinced that the existing institutions do not serve their interests and needs. Along with this feeling of powerlessness is 
a widespread feeling of inferiority, of personal unworthiness. People with a culture of poverty have very little sense of 
history. They are a marginal people who know only their own troubles, their own local conditions, their own 
neighborhood, and their own way of life. Usually, they have no knowledge, no vision and does not holds to any ideology, 
to see the similarities between their problems and those of others like themselves elsewhere in the world. In other words, 
they are not class conscious, although they are very sensitive indeed to status distinctions. When the poor become class 
conscious or members of trade union organizations, or when they adopt an internationalist outlook on the world they are, 
in my view, no longer part of the culture of poverty although they may still be desperately poor.  
8) The Malays viewed success not in the material terms but more on the emotions 
and spiritual aspect. 
9) They do not want to accumulate wealth or to be rich. 
10) Being basically rural and agricultural, they preferred to work in the public 
services, army and police.  
11) They are satisfied with the ordinary achievement. 
12) They were not inclined to venture into the private sectors or start their own 
business.  
13) They rejected any venture which are against the teaching of Islam, for example, 
money lending, gambling, risk-taking and etc. 
14) A large portion of the Malay community is strongly dependence on Government 
hand-outs.  
15) As Muslims, most of the Malays strongly believe in fate. This may deter them 
from actively planning and directing their lives. 
16) They love pleasure living especially entertainment and festivals. 
 
Historical records indicate that Malays were simple, peaceful people. They lived and 
enjoyed life but they were not ambitious enough to increase their enjoyment through the 
acquisition of wealth. As a Malay idiom says, “kais pagi makan pagi, kais petang 
makan petang,” which means to live day by day.8 Since the 60’s due to Government 
efforts in educating the rural folks, the Malays have slowly awakened to realize that they 
have been overcome financially by the succeeding generations of the immigrants who 
prospered through their control of the economy.  
 
The political party representing the Malays UMNO, also the backbone of the ruling party 
Parti Perikatan (Alliance Party), and later in the bigger coalition Barisan Nasional 
(National Front), voiced their concern about the conditions of the Malays. The UMNO as 
a Malay social movement does not take the perspective of “blaming the victims” – 
instead, they intervened in the community to inject positive values as catalyst for self-
improvement and development in the larger perspectives. The Malaysian Government too 
realized that protection consequently education is necessary to prevent the problem from 
worsening. Malay participation is necessary, without them the political stability would 
not be easy to maintain. Hence, the modern Malay can be classified into five categories: 
the aristocrat, the educated well-to-do, the businessman, the salaries man, and the rural 
workers.  
 
                                                 
8 Compared to the Chinese who have a strong character and vision to succeed in life, for example Tan Sri Lee Siow Mong 
once said, “There is a time and place for planning according to the Chinese common sense, and this should play a great 
part in managing success in life. It is said that a man plans his life’s success on industry and harmony in the family; he 
plans the success of the year in spring; he plans the success of the day in the morning. The Chinese also plan their life 
according the following stages in life:  
 
1) At the age of 15, his mind must be bent on learning. 
2) At the age of 30, he must be able to stand firm. 
3) At the age of 40, he must be free from delusions (fantasy). 
4) At the age of 50, he must understand the Law of Providence (Law of Fate). 
5) At the age of 60, he must be attentive to truth. 
6) And, at the age of 70, he must be able to follow the promptings of his heart without fear.  
 
Tan Sri Lee Siow Mong remind us that the above stages is important to be remember, because a successful man that’s 
will go through in life. In a nutshell, if a man does not become well known by the age of 30, and is not well to do by 40, 
then when he reaches the age of 50 all that he can do is to wait and die. Or, to put it in another way, a man must 
become well known by the age of 30, he must be well to do by the age of 40, and by the age of 50 he must be 
economically independent. Then he is a successful man, and then at the age of 60 nothing in the world can frighten him 
except the will of Heaven. 
First, the aristocrats are well-educated, middle-class cultural values and more inclined to 
involve in the big business as dormant partners. They had benefited since the colonial 
days – attended a good public schools in United Kingdom and other countries in the 
West. They live in luxurious life styles. Their satisfaction derives from their property, 
position, status and honor.  
 
Second, the educated Malays, they come from the kampong, their grandparents, parents 
were the group who attended the Adult Education Classes in the 50’s and 60’s. They 
were sponsored by the Government in the 70’s – to attend boarding schools in the towns. 
They were sent by the Government to further their studies abroad or locally. Majority of 
them are the bureaucrats, academics and other professions (doctors, engineers etc.). Their 
satisfaction derives from their academic achievements - job stability, good position, 
status and honor given by the State. But, they do not owned property as enjoyed by the 
aristocrats. 
 
Third, the Malays involved in large or medium business. They are the contractors, factory 
owners, transportations and etc. Most of them came from small towns – in between the 
large cities and the rural area. They or their parents had been doing small scale businesses 
immediately after independence in the small towns. After 1970, when the Government 
encouraged Malays to involve in business, they were given the opportunities – the 
contracts, bank loans and other forms of loans from the Government’s incentives 
schemes. In the 80’s and 90’s, their children with the academic qualifications and the 
skills, ventured into much other area of businesses.  
 
Fourth, the Malays who also came from the kampong, but with only secondary school 
qualifications – Malaysian Certificate of Education, Higher School Certificate and 
Diplomas. They are the bulk of Malays employed by the Government or Private 
Companies as clerical or supervisory staff. In this group, it also includes teachers, police, 
army and the technical staffs.  
 
Finally, the rural workers mainly consist of the older generation. They continue to follow 
the steps of their forefathers and are satisfied with their lives. They have no ambition to 
alter their condition. 
  
The educated well-to-do are the sons and daughters of rural folks that have achieved their 
position, status and honor through education. Almost all of them were taken to the top 
through sponsored mobility, by Government assistance in the form of scholarships and 
careful planning by the Ministry of Education Malaysia and Public Service Department. 
The Ministry of Education and the Public Service Commission plan the program and 
select the university in the United Kingdom, United States of America, Australia, New 
Zealand, Japan, South Korea and a few other countries.  
 
A small proportion is the aristocrats – the middle class – who derived their position, 
status and honor through in much simpler way because of the wealth owned by the 
family. The second category is the ambitious Malays are comprised mostly of the 
younger generation which realizes the economic status of the Malays and wants to take 
advantage of program to promote Malay interests. They ventured into big businesses and 
demand the Government to solve the Malays right away. 
 
THE PHILOSOPHY OF RURAL SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT 
 
The objectives of rural development in Malaysia were not only to build the physical 
infrastructure and the basic amenities but the other objectives were to develop the human 
capital9 . The development of human capital was very essentials, because in the long 
terms, human capitals were the main agents to perpetuate sustainable development. One 
of the main successes of Malaysia’s development efforts were in the area of education. 
The human capital aspects were to encourage the rural folks to change and to learn new 
knowledge and skills. KEMAS was established by the Government in 1961, to handle the 
enhancement of human capital in rural areas. The objectives of the establishment of 
KEMAS in 1961 were as follows: 
 
1) To produce a knowledgeable society, resilience, embraced good moral conduct, 
competitive, and able to change the rural environment to become modern, 
attractive and benefited every member of the community.  
2) To upgrade the level of socio-emotional, physical, intellectual and spiritual well-
being of the rural peoples. 
3) To provide the basic skills of reading, writing and arithmetic for children from 
age of four to six in the pre-school (TABIKA or “Taman Bimbingan Kanak-
Kanak”). 
4) To provide the rural peoples the opportunity to improve themselves in the 
courses, training and activities provided. 
 
In 1970, KEMAS in their strategic planning had incorporated “Modernization 
Movement” or “Gerakan Pembaharuan” launch by the Government in 1971. In the 
“Modernization Movement” the following objectives were outlined: 
 
1) To change the attitude of the society so that they are inclined towards progress 
and willing to cooperate actively in the development of socio-economy and 
politics.  
2) To guide the society in self-help so that they could improve their living 
conditions. 
 
In the 80’s and 90’s KEMAS once again enhanced their strategic planning. This time the 
rural societies have recover under various development programs and the Government 
are facing the new generations. The objectives of KEMAS were reorganized so as to 
meet the needs of new breed of rural societies: 
 
1) To change the attitude and to cultivate awareness so that they could build a 
progressive and self-help societies in the rural areas. 
2) To build a strong based society those have initiatives and the hearts to improve 
their social, economic and political well-being. 
3) To encourage the rural societies to participate actively in the Government’s 
development planning for the rural areas. 
                                                 
9 Human capital is the attributes of a person that are productive in some economic context. Often refers to formal 
educational attainment, with the implication that education is investment whose returns are in the form of wage, salary, 
or other compensation. These are normally measured and conceived of as private returns to the individual but can also 
be social returns. The other definiton of human capital is “The term human capital is recognition that people in 
organisations and businesses are an important and essential asset who contribute to development and growth, in a 
similar way as physical assets such as machines and money. The collective attitudes, skills and abilities of people 
contribute to organisational performance and productivity. Any expenditure in training, development, health and support 
is an investment, not just an expense”. 
 
 
At the early stage of its establishment, the function focused on eradicating illiteracy or 
“Gerakan Pembasmian Butahuruf”. In fact, Tun Razak as the minister concerned with 
rural development stressed the importance of developing the spiritual aspect of the human 
beings. The people are the target of rural development, consequently they should 
understand the deeper meaning all the planning that had been laid by the top 
administrators. Tun Razak main concerned were to win the hearts and minds of the rural 
folks so that:  
 
“The responsibility of improving the standard of living of the rural people 
must be on the rural people themselves. It is necessary that the people 
should be alive to the national task – they should have the initiative, the 
enterprise and the enthusiasm to better their standard of living.”  
 
In order for the people to understand “rural development in the wider scope” they should 
be exposed to the followings: 
 
1) Able to read and write. About 70% of the rural folks in the early 50’s and early 
60’s could not read and write. Thus, the Government took the initiative and 
projected for 15 years, to eradicate illiteracy and thereby increase the number of 
literate people before they began other forms of development projects.  
2) Through eradicating illiteracy programs or specifically the running of the Adult 
Education Classes or “Kelas Pelajaran Dewasa” the Government hoped to 
inculcate current knowledge regarding politics, economy, culture and religion; 
knowledge on civic – the structure and function of the government. 
3) Speak, read and write in the national language that is the “Bahasa Melayu” or the 
Malay language to the non-Malays. Since Malaya is a multi-racial, multi-
language, multi-cultural and multi-religious country, a common language must be 
found. All have agreed that the Malay language or “Bahasa Melayu” should be 
the national language, understand and spoken by all. Beside that Malay language 
also could act as a unifying factor to unite all Malaysian.  
4) The Adult Education Division enlarged its activity on 14 Mac, 1966 by launching 
the “Progressive Movement” or “Gerakan Maju”. The main purpose of this 
movement was to envisage community development which includes – physical 
development, health and agriculture in rural areas. The movement stressed on the 
importance of “Applied Nutrition Project” or “Projek Khasiat Makanan”. 
5) In 1968 Tun Razak announced the eradication of illiteracy campaign will be 
conducted for 15 years. It will be divided into three phases: 
 
i. The First Phase  
To teaching reading and writing to the rural folks. The knowledge is 
basic 3R- Reading, Writing & Arithmetic. 
 
ii. The Second Phase 
To create awareness on development and change intended by the 
Government. The rural folks were encouraged to participate actively in 
the programs. The courses were on “Home Economics” or “Ekonomi 
Rumahtangga” and “Hands-on Job Training” or “Kumpulan Latih 
Kerja”. 
 
iii. The Third Phase 
To provides on-the-job training on the specific skills. The experience 
drawn from the training could provide self-improvement and self-
development; subsequently the rural folks and their family could enjoy 
better quality of life. 
 
The role of KEMAS from eradicating illiteracy has charted a new direction in the 70’s. 
From 70’s onwards the role of KEMAS has a concentrated on the community 
development, to bring the rural societies to an understanding, development is a must. In 
order to develop, one must be willing to change their attitude towards success, towards 
material wealth, towards work, be thrifty and have a vision in life. The core values that 
one must have are the willingness to seek knowledge, skills and ever willing to work 
hard. Furthermore, KEMAS personnel in the rural areas are the masters of fact findings; 
they know where the expertises are in the community. For example, they know where the 
midwife, barber, masseur and other important persons.  
 
THE PROGRAMS OF RURAL SOCIAL DEVELOPMENT  
 
In this part of the paper I will discuss the programs of education within the community 
runs by KEMAS. In the later part of this section I will discuss on the role of “Institute for 
Rural Studies” or IRS, “Social-Economic Development and Attitude Reorientation 
Institute” or SEDAR and later “Institute for Rural Advancement” or INFRA, as the 
research and training institute for community leaders, community organizers and 
community workers in the rural.  
 
The diagram below shows the structure of programs implemented by KEMAS. The 
programs are divided into three areas; the community development, the education in 
community, and the community services. Each of the three areas is branch-out into 
numerous activities. I intend to discuss in detail each programs and from there we could 
understand that the rural communities in Malaysia is not left out in the development 
process.  
 
But, as the life of any societies in the world, whatever good one does there will be critics 
and misunderstanding among the masses. Believe it, those who participated in the 
activities runs by KEMAS they are the group that benefits most. Although, KEMAS has 
been criticized for their tendency as the political agents of the party and the Government 
in power, but as a whole the communities have benefited a lot from its role and functions. 
For the past 50 years of independence (Malaysia achieved its independence on 31 August 
1957), Malaysian Government has located a serious effort in developing the rurals, in 
particular, the development of human resources. Education, like I said in the earlier part 
of the paper, plays an important role in developing the human potentials. So, those in the 
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1. COMMUNITY DEVELOPMENT 
 
Community development is part of the Government’s effort to empower the village 
communities to organize their activities for futher advancement. The Government’s 
Agencies which assist to develop and train the community leaders, community organizers 
and community workers is INFRA or “Institute for Rural Advancement”. Resources for 
community development programs are provided by the Government. The aims are to 
mould, to motivate, and to encourage the communities to achieve the quality of life. The 
trainers for community development programs shall demonstrate the importance of a 
balance improvement – physical, social and religious. The activities for these programs 
are as follows: 
 
 Village improvement scheme 
 
The village improvement scheme was introduced in 1972 in an effort to motivate the 
village communities of self-improvement. In this activity, the village communities could 
voice their concerns to the elected Committee on Village Development and Security. The 
village communities have the responsibility to develop their village through mutual-help. 
Through the scheme, many villages in Malaysia have established their own agriculture 
produce, cooperative, health, education funds, small businesses and other activities. The 
leaders for village improvement schemes have had their training earlier at SEDAR/ and 




 Extension activities 
 
In this activity the villagers are encourage to meet one in while to discuss common issues 
in the village. During the meeting, speakers are invited to talk on various topics – 
Balanced diet; the role of Government’s Agencies (Agriculture, Agro-Bank and etc); 
Islam and Life-Improvement and etc.  
 
 Demonstration/ Tutoring on particular skills 
 
Speakers will move from one village to the other to deliver information on nutrition, 
cleanliness and the importance of education. The aim of the activity is for self-
improvement (self, family, children and the community); self-confidence and most 
important all the people must pledge their allegiance to the Government. 
 
 
 Good-home projects 
 
This activity is concerned with the concept of “Home Sweet Home” or “Baiti-Jannati” 
or “Rumahku Syurgaku” or “My Home is my Paradise”. The villagers were encouraged 
to emulate the habits of cleanliness, home-decoration, and encouraging environment for 
children’s to study and etc.  
 
 Other projects (Excellent village projects) 
 
In this activity the villagers are encouraged to make use the idle land. The idle land could 
be used for vegetables, rearing chickens and etc. This will help them with the daily 
expenses and in the long term could increase the family savings. 
 
2. EDUCATION WITHIN THE COMMUNITY 
 
Education within the community is non-formal and provides by the Government to 
persons aged 15 and above. Started in 1961, as Adult Education Classes, to cater for 
eliminating illiteracy, skills training, religious knowledge based on the teaching of Islam, 
and to inculcate reading habits. Education is generally linked to economic growth, and 
part of the broader modernization process. The benefits of education, such as personal 
enlightenment, industry or market skills, increased capacity for technological adaptation, 
and the imparting of social and cultural trends favorable to economic growth, are well 
rehearsed in the general literature. Nonetheless, education remains but one of the many 
catalysts of economic growth. The establishment of KEMAS in 1961 was based on the 
notion that various forms of community-based training were prerequisites for rural 
development. The training provides by KEMAS are as follows. 
 
 Training-base on particular interest of the communities 
 
Various forms of training-base learning were provided by KEMAS, example handcrafts, 
tailoring and vocational training like motor repairs etc. The skills provides by KEMAS 
could increase the income of those who have qualified. They could operates their hair-
dressing salon, barber shops, tailor shops, motor repair workshops etc. In this activity, 
those who have inherited skills from the older generations could also pass-on their 
expertise to the younger generation.  
 
 Demonstrators’  assignment 
 
In this day, this activity was the extension of Adult Education Classes, concentrated in 
the state of Sarawak and Sabah. In this activity the adults were taught to read, write and 
arithmetic. Beside that, the adults were also taught to hygienic living, household chorus 
and etc. The villagers in the interior of Sarawak and Sabah were also encourage to 
emulate modern life-styles – to live together in peace and harmony, mutual-help and 




This class specifically for women, to demonstrate to them on managing good and quality 
home, home economics, child-rearing practices and hygienic living. Women were also 
taught how they could help to ease the family’s burden by home grown vegetables, 
rearing chickens and etc. Of course, the main message by the Government is for them to 
really educate their children particularly after schools – because the children are the 
family’s greatest asset.  
 
 Knowledge of religion based on the teaching of Islam 
 
Islamic religious knowledge is very important, particularly to the Malays, because all 
Malays are Muslims. They are taught above the daily duties of Muslims, belief in the 
oneness of God and clean living in the spiritual sense. In fact, the religious classes were 
attractive to the rural communities, because it provides the opportunity for them to learn 
about religion and its relation to socio-economic development. 
 
3. COMMUNITY SERVICES 
 
Community services provide by the Government to the rural areas was to encourage them 
to live in the stature of modern life-styles. They were encouraged to upgrade their 
economic well-being and to take care of their health. The activities provided by the 




Begin in 1971, very popular among the rural. It provides pre-school education for 
children four to six years old. The exposures were to balance the emotional, social, 
mental and physical development of the children at the early age of their life. Therefore, 
children in the rural that attended the Kindergartens have been prepared to enter the 
primary schools. The Kindergartens were provided free-of-charge by KEMAS, the 
teachers are also trained and all the facilities are also from the Government’s fund.  
 
 Village library 
 
KEMAS established the village library for the rural to cuddle the habits of reading. In the 
library, reference books for students from Primary to Secondary schools are availables. 
The students are encouraged to study, to discuss and form group-study in the library. For 
the adults, the appropriate reading materials are also available.  
 
 Community leaders’ training program 
 
The community leaders were exposed to training so as to make them competence on the 
issues related to community development. The community leaders are also the gate-
keeper of information, either from inside the community to the national leaders or from 
the national leaders to the communities. Community leaders also act as the motivator, 




The social-orientations program is designed specifically for women in the rural. Women 
are regarded by the authority as the responsible lot and they also being the impetus for 
change in the family and the communities. Moreover, women have the time and the 
capacity to move around the village to disseminate information with regard to 
advancement in life. So, the social-orientations programs are purposely for women as the 
“nucleus” to propagate issues related to awareness on development to the larger 
audiences. Women also act as the agents to convince the rural with regard to the caring 
attitude of the Government and thereby useful for the general elections.  
 
 Training for teachers in the Kindergartens 
 
Teachers for the Kindergartens are given prior and in-service training. Teachers are also 
exposed to the actual role of KEMAS in Malaysia’s rural development. Teachers are also 
sent for further training in the Teacher’s Colleges or the Universities for their career 
advancement.  
 
4. INSTITUTE OF RURAL STUDIES to “SEDAR” and later “INFRA” 
 
The development of human capital in the rural areas is a serious endeavor. Therefore the 
Malaysian Government always on the alert on the strategies appropriate to tackle the root 
causes of the problems. SEDAR or “Social-Economic Development and Attitude 
Reorientation Institute” was established in 1980. The objectives of SEDAR were:  
 
1) To coordinate in-service training for the staffs of KEMAS. In the process, 
SEDAR had cooperated with other Government’s agencies and private sectors to 
conduct the training. As an example SEDAR have had conducted trainings with 
the Ministry of Education, Ministry of Health, Corporative College Malaysia, 
Local Universities, Institute of Public Administration Malaysia, and others. 
2) Training that have been conducted were necessary because through it the 
community workers in KEMAS could understand its role and functions.  
3) Training that have been conducted also touches on their role as agent of change 
in the rural. They as the community workers should be able to understand the 
socio-political situations, the working of the economy and the culture appropriate 
for active participation in the country’s development. 
 
However, as the country’s progresses, SEDAR was upgraded to an institution, separated 
from KEMAS, but plays much bigger roles to enhance the functions of KEMAS in 
developing the rural communities. INFRA or Institute for Rural Advancement was 
established on 6 Mac, 1996. Its establishment was to further strengthen the spirit and 
vision of the late Tun Razak (the second Prime Minister of Malaysia) who was serious 
and works painstakingly to bring development to the rural in the 60’s. INFRA was the 
apex for rural advancement, prior to its establishment, there were similar institute, 
Institute for Rural Studies (IRS) formed in the 70’s and in the 1980 Institute for Socio-
Economic Development and Attitudinal Re-orientation (SEDAR). 
 
INFRA was formed in the effort to improvise the methodologies and approaches in 
managing the rural; to train leaders from the grassroots; and, conduct salient research on 
the advancement of rural communities. In conjunction with this, INFRA collaborate with 
local and international experts to find the best solutions to rural problems. The main 
target of INFRA is the rural communities – be it on leadership, formal and informal 
education and training, innovation of products and etc.  The objectives of INFRA are as 
follows: 
 
 Training the rural development management trainers so that through them INFRA 
could produce more community workers that could lead the way to improve and 
enhance the living conditions of the rural communities. 
 
 Assisting to upgrade the capability of public agencies’ employees, social activists 
and social workers from the NGO’s to be effective conveyers. 
 
 Becoming the centre of research and reference, data bank and mind capital for 
rural development programs and non-formal education programs. 
 
 Diffusing the changed management of rural development paradigm to parties that 
involved in reviving and developing the rural areas and upgrading the mentality of 
the rural communities. 
 
 Contributing technical assistance, advice and training to foreign countries and 





The rural social-economic development in Malaysia took the stand of educating the 
masses so as to make them competence as the receivers and movers of development 
programs. The discussions above have shown that developing rural areas should not be 
concentrated on infrastructure alone, but should also include developing the human 
capitals. The formation of KEMAS in 1961 bears the fruits of successive success for the 
rural.  
 
Firstly, those who have been taught to change their mind-sets for the better have been 
able to become better farmers in the rural. Successful farmers, not only have been able to 
increase the productivity, but they also have been taught the know-how of managing and 
marketing their products.  
 
Secondly, those who think that their lots in the traditional villages was not enough to 
sustained good returns, moved to the new land schemes in  other parts of the country. The 
Malaysian Government have introduced the new land schemes like FELDA and 
FELCRA to further rendering helps for the have-nots to better their living conditions.  
 
Thirdly, the children of farmers, fisherman and rubber small holders in the rural who have 
had achieved good academic results in the public examinations moved to towns and cities 
to further their education. Again, the Malaysian Government have had good quality 
planning in the distribution of scholarships and manpower planning to send the students 
abroad to acquire good education and skills training for future needs of the country.  
 
Therefore, the Malaysian Government’s intervention strategies have been successful in 
alleviating poverty in the rural. Foremost, the Malaysian Government have had been able 
in their projection in developing the initiative of the community – to change for the better 
through the spirit of education. In essence we in Malaysia somehow or rather follow the 
lesson taught to us by the West. The Western contribution to our development efforts in 
Malaysia were their “Seven Pillars of Western Wisdom” - free market economics; 
meritocracy; pragmatism;  a culture of peace; the rule of law; an emphasis on education; 






Thank you. May God bless you. 
 
Professor Dr. Abdul Rahman Abdul Aziz 
Professor in Sociology 
College of Law, Government and International Studies 
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